Clinical experience on eight cases of Merkel cell carcinoma.
Merkel cell carcinoma is a rare neuroendocrine neoplasm of the skin. The tumor most frequently affects elderly patients, with a preference for the head and neck. Eight patients affected by Merkel cell carcinoma have been observed at the General Surgery Unit II of the "Istituti Ospitalieri" hospital in Cremona, each in different stages of the disease; 75% of the cases involved the extremities, and in nearly all of the cases the tumor was nodular in appearance, with an average diameter of 2.2 cm. In 2 cases, the tumor was associated with rheumatoid arthritis, suggesting a dependency on the part of the neoplasm on the immune disorder and on steroid treatment. The available data confirm that in stage I of the disease, surgical treatment should be associated with radiotherapy in order to control the development of local relapses or metastases over time. In this stage, we observed a survival of 34 months (range, 24-48). In stages II and III, survival time falls, with very short duration of responses and poor quality of life as a result of the administration of cytotoxic molecules. Bearing in mind that any local relapse tends to appear within 12 months of the removal of the primitive tumor, that lymph node metastases appear in almost half of the patients, and that metastases over time are manifested in over a third of patients, it is essential to adopt a treatment capable of balancing the demand for longer remissions with a better quality of life. In this situation, we observed that treatment with somatostatin analogues achieves interesting responses without side effects, which suggests a close biological relationship between the tumor and somatostatin and that making a careful assessment of the prognostic factors of the disease can guarantee a correct therapeutic choice.